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M. IVONNE WALLACE FUENTES | JASON MAHN

Resistance in the Age of Trump: An
Interview with Ivonne Wallace Fuentes
Jason Mahn, editor of Intersections, came to know of Ivonne Wallace Fuentes’s work with Indivisible after reading an
article in In These Times, an independent, nonprofit magazine.1 In the following interview with Ivonne, he asks about
her work with the progressivist political action group, how it connects with her teaching and research, and how such
advocacy (advocare) work informs her sense of vocation (vocare).

What does your work at Roanoke College entail?
As an Associate Professor of

When and how did you first get involved with political
movements/protests?

History at Roanoke College,

I was completely shocked by the election results in

I usually teach three courses

November. I had been following the polls and other analysis,

a semester, mostly on Latin

and did not believe Clinton would lose. After that loss, I was

American history. I also teach

in school and despondent. A week after the election, Our

our Methodology class, and

Revolution in the Blue Ridge, a local Sanders group, called

teach on Latin America and

a meeting for all progressives to gather and plan next steps.

Spanish history for our general

At that large meeting, I organized a breakout group into

education curriculum. I also

a rapid action task force meant to come to the aid of our

currently chair our Faculty

local communities who would, if the Republican campaign

Personnel Committee, help coordinate the Latin American

promises were honored, bear the brunt of the new admin-

and Caribbean Studies Concentration, and am involved

istration: our Muslim and Latin@ neighbors, refugees,

in ongoing conversations about pedagogy and digital

women, people who depend on Medicare/Medicaid/Social

humanities initiatives. My research agenda is at a point

Security, and the LGTBQ+ community.

of transition: my book, Most Scandalous Woman: Magda
Portal and the Dream of Revolution in Peru, is forthcoming

When and how did your work with Indivisible start?

this October from Oklahoma University Press. I will start

During winter break, I read some of the analysis that

working on a couple of new projects, including one on
revolutionary internationalism in Central America in the
1960s-1980s.

I had collected since November and saved for after I
finished grading. One of those links was the Indivisible
Guide. It really resonated with me. It offered a concrete,

M. Ivonne Wallace Fuentes is Associate Professor of History at Roanoke College, in Salem, Virginia, and the local leader of
Indivisible, a progressivist political action group devoted to resisting the Trump agenda. Her book, Most Scandalous Woman:
Magda Portal and the Dream of Revolution in Peru, is forthcoming from Oklahoma University Press.
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almost recipe-like roadmap to do exactly what our task

actions is like preparing assignments. I ask myself the

force wished to do: local, defensive action to protect our

same things; What do I want to communicate? How can I

communities and progressive values. I registered our

make a complicated issue clear and accessible? How can

group that very night, on January 2. The next day, the first

I make this fun, active, and participatory? My own training

day of Congress, my House Representative, Bob Goodlatte,

as a historian also means I think a lot about texts—how

made the news when he proposed an amendment that

to write documents and explanations, sure, but also how

would have gutted independent ethics review in Congress.

to craft messages, how to craft digital communications,

We organized our first action within 48 hours: a visit to

how to translate press releases into language that moves

his district office to deliver New Year’s cards. Our group,

people. My own research interests are on revolutionary

which at that point may have been about 20 people and

movements, so I analyze how societies mobilize in other

email addresses, now has nearly 1000 members.

contexts, asking what strategies proved effective.

For those who may not have heard of it, would you
describe the philosophy of Indivisible and why you
were attracted to it?

What “mobilization” have you seen that has related to
your research?

The Indivisible Guide distills the best practices of constituent

lization here in Southwest Virginia is led by women who

advocacy into a concrete, easy to use 25 page handbook.

would not have identified as political leaders or agents

It stresses that influencing your three (for most, sorry

before; that suggests to me that this is a new fount of

DC) members of Congress is the most effective way to get

energy, a new cohort of leaders activated by the misog-

your voice heard as a citizen at the federal level. It explains

ynistic tenor of the campaign. We have seen similar

that all members are always thinking about re-election,

moments in Latin American history before, and such

no matter how “safe” their seats may appear. As such, if

women-led activism has profoundly changed the lived

enough constituents raise their concerns about an issue,

politics of places like, for instance, Argentina.

I am particularly interested in how this moment of mobi-

they pay attention—as demonstrated by the calamitous
roll out of the Republicans’ American Health Care Act

on issues currently under consideration for a vote and

What do your students think about your work outside the
classroom? Do they know of it? Engage it? Critique it?
How do you connect with students who have very different
political persuasions than you?

comes from constituents, not just concerned people from

I think this is a very important question, and one that I

other states or districts. It also highlights how the amount

have dealt with as long as I have been in the classroom

of effort any action takes matters: members of Congress

in part because I teach courses that have a high political

and their staff pay more attention to correspondence and

component. I am currently teaching Latin American

phone calls than signatures on a petition, and an in-person

Revolutions, for instance. My position has always been to

visit to a district office or town hall ranks even higher. I

be direct about my personal political opinions if students

was attracted to it because it was such a clearly detailed

ask me a direct question, but I explicitly explain at the

plan, and because these tactics of civic engagement have a

start of the semester that all my courses are spaces of

proven track record.

inquiry where our communal learning is most enhanced

and their attempts to repeal the Affordable Care Act. The
Guide stresses that the most effective advocacy focuses

if we allow and engage with all positions, as long as they

Are there ways in which your paid work as a professor
of history and your work in political organizing inform or
bear on one another?

are respectfully proposed, and let the evidence and the

Yes! I tell people all the time that the skills that I am

some students have found some of the media coverage

using as a leader and coordinator of Roanoke Indivisible

Roanoke Indivisible has garnered and have spoken to me

are those that I have honed in the classroom. Preparing

about it, all in support. But I know that there are many

strength of logic and argument decide which position
makes most sense to any individual. Here at Roanoke,
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students who do not share my political positions. With

towards a more authentic democratic society, one where all

students of all persuasions right now in this particular

votes are welcomed and courted, one where citizens and not

historical moment, I try to be the kind of mentor and

just giant donors have influence in the halls of power, I have

teacher I would have wanted if such momentous political

faith that our society will then better reflect what I see to be

earthquakes had happened when I was at their life stage.

our shared values of community, opportunity, and care.

How can students learn to think critically about the
current political state?

You work at one of our 26 ELCA-related schools. Are there
any ways in which the institutional identity or churchaffiliation of Roanoke College supports, runs against, or
otherwise bears on your advocacy and resistance work?

I counsel students that in times of upheaval, there is
wisdom in not jumping to conclusions from any side, and
that often the media and politicians are working hard to

I think it supports it, absolutely. While I do not ground my

generate a gut response for their own reasons, not for our

own activism in the Lutheran heritage, I draw my own

benefit as citizens or humans. I counsel them to focus not

moral compass from a broadly New Testament injunction

on personalities but on institutions, and to ground them-

to take care of the least among us—to care for the weak,

selves in the most stable political foundations we have: the

the orphan, the widow, the stranger, the prisoner. And

Constitution and other founding documents. It is likely that

here at Roanoke, we ground our educational philosophy

political labels are currently in a transition phase, a phase

and mission statement in care for the whole person, which

of realignment. I counsel students that they need not let

we argue can then prepare students to be active, engaged

partisan labels define them. Instead, they can first decide

agents in their world. And of course, one of the ways that

what principles and values they want to see in the world,

we are active is as citizens in our participatory democracy.

and find the political persuasion that comes closest to that
moral compass.

What gives you the most hope about resistance and
grassroots political organizing? What are the biggest
challenges that progressive community organizers
presently face?

Marty Stortz from Augsburg College had been reminding
many of us that vocation (vocare) and advocacy (advocare)
can and should be intimately linked. Would you describe
how your own sense of vocation is influenced by your
advocacy work, and vice-versa?
In part because this is a new facet of my own life that has

Honestly, what gives me most hope is seeing people like

emerged in reaction to what seems like a blitzkrieg assault

me, fellow travelers, become activists. I talk to people who

in the last few months, I am not sure I have given this the

tell me they had no idea who their representative or state

careful thought it requires. But on first appraisal it rings

delegate was a few months ago, but now they have those

true to me. I have always thought of my vocation to be a

phone numbers in their “favorites” and have set a daily

teacher and a scholar, but being a scholar of Latin American

alarm to remind them to call. I deeply believe that this

history by definition entails advocating for peoples either

is not a far-right country; it’s not even a far-right elec-

long-forgotten (who was that indigenous tribe, anyway?)

torate. The current monopoly on federal power that the

or dismissed as a “dead end” of history. I am guided by the

Republicans enjoy is not a popular mandate as much as a

belief that every human story, no matter who, when, or

carefully engineered and incredibly well-funded tapestry

where, is worthy of consideration and has much to teach us

of gerrymandered districts, voter suppression laws, and

about our shared lived experience of being human. I am also

exquisitely calibrated agitation propaganda.

guided by the belief that such consideration must entail a

The current president would never have won if he had

clear-eyed analysis of the structures of power that define,

openly campaigned on the extreme agenda he is now

constrain, or empower individuals in their time and place.

proposing—an Ayn Rand budget proposal, attacks on health

This approach emerged in the biographical approach I took

care, and so forth. These are significant political obstacles,

in the book I just finished, a gendered analysis of Magda

no doubt, but they are not insurmountable. And if we work

Portal, the only female national leader in Peru’s most
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important twentieth-century opposition party. And it guides
my advocacy now—we are nowhere near as disempowered
as some of the historic agents I study and teach. There are
billions of other humans on this planet right now who have
less influence on the structures of power in the United

Endnotes
1. Kate Aronoff, “The Left Group Shaking Up Congress
from the Grassroots.” In These Times. February 13, 2017.
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States, which, given geopolitical realities, affect them—
especially now in an area of accelerating climate change.
Let’s use that voice. We must use that voice.

Contribute to the
Conversation!
Intersections accepts submissions of academic
articles, reflective essays, excerpts from
longer projects, book reviews, chapel homilies,
responses to other authors, letters to the editor,
poetry, cover art, and more.
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